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preserve their social position, but also a vague
dread of revolutionary convulsions as a result of
having Rationalism diffused among the working
classes, may have been the excuse for a reticence
rather apt to be confounded with insincerity.

Be this as it may, no such need of reticence
was felt among those whose mental balance the
Broad Church were fearful of upsetting. A tradition
not only of free thinking, but of plain speaking, had
been kept up by the democratic working-class
leaders ever since Thomas Paine ; and we have
seen to what lengths it was carried by Holyoake.
In his hands, however, Secularism remained, like
the Positivism of Comte, rather a constructive
social doctrine ignoring theology than an aggressive
criticism labouring to destroy it. A younger friend
of Holyoake's, Charles Bradlaugh, gave Secularism
this more aggressive character by setting up, in
1860, a journal called the National Reformer,
an article in whose programme was avowed
"antagonism to every known religious system,"
and especially to every form of Christianity.1

Bradlaugh and his colleagues carried on for
several years an Atheistic propaganda by pamphlets
and lectures which the upper and middle classes
regarded with affected contempt and quite unaffected
aversion. Public opinion had by this time
advanced so far that the blasphemy laws were
not put in action, but a good deal of ruffianism
was employed for the purpose of suppressing free
discussion, against which the sufferers could not
obtain legal redress. Where public debates

* Life of Charles Bradlaugh, vol. i., p. 120.